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U.S. INTERESTS 

The Umted States has a vanety of important national interests m Southeast Asia, the area 

compnsmg Indochma Burma, Thailand, Indochma (Cambodia, Laos, and Vietnam) and the 

insular republics of Malaysia, Singapore, Brunei, Phhppmes, and Indonesia None of these 

regonal interests IS cntlcal to the secunty of the Umted States Nevertheless, given the 

proxnmty of this region to Chma and Japan, and given its nnportance to the Amencan economy, 

our interests m the area demand mcreased attention fi-om the pohcy makers charged with 

safeguarding our national secunty 

From a global strategic point of view It 1s m the Lmted States’ long-term mterest to 

promote an expandmg comrnumty of prosperous Southeast Asian nations that IS 

l grovqng economically and open to free trade and investment, 

l polmcally stable, 

l at peace wthm the region and able to protect its terntory from a regional hegemon, and 

l committed to the cooperatrve solutron of global problems, 

Such a commumty could stnke a regional balance of power with China and Japan and help the 

United States project offensive mlhtary power m the region m response to a threat 

Amenca’s most important interest m Southeast Asia 1s economic With a half-tnlhon- 

dollar economy m 1996, the region has surpassed South .@menca, the Middle East, and the 

former Soviet bloc in Importance as a U S trading partner Despite the financial collapse of 

1997-98, the modemlzmg countnes of this region (Thailand. Malaysia, Smgapore. and, to a 

lesser extent, Indonesia, and the Pbhppmes) still have the economic assets (hardworking, 

educated labor, fa\ orable investment climate, physical mfrastructure, productive tecbnologles) to 

remaln ImPortant economic partners of the United States !Ye should help the governments In 
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the region weather the current cnsis, usmg our leverage to improve the accountabihty and 

transparency of then financial systems to avoid a recurrence We should also re-mvrgorate our 

efforts to open Asian markets to US traders and mvestors 

A related U S concern IS political stability, which is currently threatened (particularly m 

Indonesia) by the unemployment and nsing prices precipitated by the economic crisis It is m 

Amenca’s mterest to help preserve political and social stability m the modermzmg countries, 

wlnle encouragmg them to promote open, transparent polrtrcal systems conducive of broad-based 

polmcal participation At the same time, the United States should become more constructively 

engaged with the repressive regimes of Vietnam, Laos, Cambodia, and Burma, encouraging their 

political evolution to participative polities that ~111 eventually see it m their own interest to 

promote then- mtegration with the rest of the region A final element of regional polrtical 

stabihty IS the peaceful resolution of mtemational border disputes, such as confhctmg claims to 

the Spratly Islands m the South China Sea 

The third realm of important U S interests m the region IS protectmg Amenca’s ability to 

proJect mihtary power throughout the Pacific Although the modemizmg countries of Southeast 

Asia have become less concerned with then temtonal security smce the end of the Cold \Var, 

they are well aware of the degree to which they benefited from the Amencan secunv umbrella 

m the Pacific dunng the 1970’s and 1980’s Because of long-seated resentment of Japan and 

fear of Chma, many Southeast Asian nations see it as m their own interests to promote mihtary 

cooperation with the Lmted States In this receptive environment, we should be able to ensure 

open sea lanes for both commercial and mihtary \ essels as well as access to bases in the region, 

even as the groowmg nations of thrs region assume mcreasmg responsibihty for then own 

security 



Although the U.S. has other interests m the region (for example, promotion of human 

nghts, population control, and contamment of transnatlonal threats such a drug and 

mtematlonal cnmmal actwlty), they are of secondary importance The Umted States lacks the 

mfluence to wgmficantly address these problems m the Indochmese states, and amehoratlon of 

these problems throughout the region 1s largely dependent on success m achrevmg economic and 

pohtlcal Ndevelopment 

THREATS AND OPPORTLNTIES 

Southeast Asia’s recent financial collapse poses a sr_aficant threat to regional stability 

and a minor threat to the C S economy Failure to recover Lqoould result m severe mflatlon and 

unemployment and could result m wldespread polmcal and social mstabrhty spilling across 

national boundaries, due to the ethmc and cultural makeup of the region A particular danger 1s a 

wdespread backlash against the ethmc Chinese mmontles that dominate commerce throughout 

the region A Chinese dlaspora from nelghbonng countnes could easily overwhelm Singapore, 

for example Furthermore, recovery of the region 1s a precondrtlon to development of markets 

capable of stlmulatmg growth m the L S economy 

The current program of Intematlonal Monetary Fund and World Bank condmonal loans 

prowdes an opportumty to press for necessary but painful market and structural reforms When 

implemented, these reforms ~111 enhance the hkehhood of much-needed Western direct 

investment and hasten economic reco\ ery Reforms that create transparency m procurement and 

pohcy makmg, reduce state control of banking, and hberahze trade and Investment laws and 

regulations should provide equal access to Southeast Asian markets and could lead ultimately to 

more permanent structural changes m authontanan regimes 



The existing propensity m the region to cooperate economically favors achevement of 

U S economic interests Thailand, Malaysia, Smgapore, Brunei, Indonesia, and Phhppmes have 

formed the Assoclatlon of Southeast Asran Nations (ASEAN) and have begun the process of 

mcorporatmg Vietnam and Cambodia And the more recently created Asia-Pacific Economic 

Council (APEC), which includes the Umted States, has established a goal of tanff ehrmnatlon by 

the year 2020 Both orgamzatlons present opportumtles for promotmg the open economic 

regimes and regional integration that support U S interests 

F\kle the end of the Cold War has removed the major regional secunty threats fi-om the 

c S perspective, there remam numerous flashpomts and an atmosphere of regional distrust that 

threaten our interests and the external secunty of states wlthm the region China’s uncertain 

adventurism, temtonal disputes m the South Chma Sea, latent distrust of the Japanese, and our 

reduced nuhtary presence, along with a low level of C S partlclpatlon m regional mstltutlons, 

have created an uncertain secunty envn-onment Competltlon for the \ ast potential mineral nghts 

m the South Chma Sea has led to a scramble for terntonal nghts to the Spratly Islands. where 

five Southeast Asian nations have made claims to counter Chma This overall feelmg of 

uncertainty has fueled a regional mcrease m Asian defense spending m recent years to 

compensate for a perceived de&rung LY S commitment A regional self-defense capablhty IS 

important to protectmg the movement of slvppmg through the Sunda, Malacca, Lombok or 

Makassar straits, any mterdlctlon of the sea lanes would have a direct and almost nnmedlate 

dlsruptlon on regional and global economies Any such dlsruptlon would quickly overwhelmmg 

excess shppmg capacity, increasing costs and reducing the flow of goods worldwlde, damaging 

the blab&y of U S trading partners 



Wle the counties closest to the straits would be the first and hardest lut, our national 

econonuc interests dictate that the United States retam the capablhty to serve as a deterrent to 

any actions threatenmg to tiblt the fi-eedom of the sea lines of commumcatlon (SLOCs). 

Through bmldmg a consensus m regional and global fora that the SLOCs are vital to the health 

of the global economy, the U S can argue for burden sharmg m mamtammg then- viablhty 

Regional self-defense capablhty would also be enhanced by increasing U S access to sea ports 

and bases, military exchanges and trammg, bilateral exercises, and military equipment sale This 

would strengthen regional confidence m the U S commrtment and enhance our force-proJectIon 

capablhtles However, our pnonty should be to shape the secunty environment by high-level 

partlclpatlon m regional mstltutlons such as the Asian Regonal Forum (ARE) to promote 

multilateral secunty cooperation We should seek to diffuse Southeast Asian secunty concerns 

regarding Japan’s potential mlhtary role by mamtammg our forward presence under exlstmg 

secunty agreements 

While these external threats to stability may be manageable by the countnes of the region 

through mtematlonal fora, the economic, social and pohtlcal problems Internal to states may be 

more problematic The most economically advanced countnes of the region (Singapore. 

Malaysia, Thailand) w-111 mevltably face demands from their middle classes for more transparent 

and plurahstlc government, and they will be able to manage that transition on their 0xv-n The 

Phlhppmes, Indonesia, and Cambodia must, m addmon. dismantle then systems of crony 

capltahsm and firnsh bulldmg modem economic and pohtlcal mstrtutlons These countnes are 

much more open to Amencan influence m this process, and we should take advantage of this 

opporhmty The third group - the authontanan states of Burma, Vietnam, and Laos - will 

mevltabll face hberahzatlon of their pohtlcal systems and loosenmg of social control (and the 



resultmg mstablhty) if they make a comrnltment partlclpatmg m the regional economy But until 

that happens, there 1s little that the United States can do beyond making it easier for U S 

compames to trade with and mvest m these countnes as a first step m constructive engagement 

The key transnatlonal Issue m the region are narcotraffckmg (especially m Burma, 

Thailand and Laos), mtematlonal crime, and envn-onmental degradation The U S must increase 

bilateral agreements, continue diplomacy and foster acceptable changes that can lead to 

increased legal economies and a more prosperous future Seekmg regonal solutions to 

envn-onmental degradation pohcles that denude forests and create excessi\ e runoff and erosion 

must become part of our regional mvolvement 

POLICY RECOMMEXDATIO~S 

1 Develop Southeast Asia’s Potential as a Market for C S Products 

The Southeast Asian market IS important to the U S economy, as a source of mexpenslve 

Imports, as a growmg market for L’ S exports, and as a home for U S overseas ml estment At 

home, the USG must take measures to lmpro\ e Its mstmmonal capablhty to market abroad In 

Southeast Asia, we need to pursue regional and bilateral pohcles designed to reduce barners to 

trade and foster economles/soc~etles capable of absorbing higher U S exports under condmons 

advantageous to our o\vn economy 

We should reduce the posslblhty of a future Japan-centered trade bloc within ASEAK by 

mcreasmg our partlclpatlon m mtematlonal for a lrke the APEC This strengthens our posltlon to 

influence future economic and polmcal change and demonstrates a genuine commitment to the 

region that 1s Important to Southeast Asian nations nervous about the loommg might of a 

resurgent China 



Fostenng the Southeast Asian economies as more viable partners for the U S 1s an 

equally vital, but more comphcated and long-term, task Widespread corruption, crony 

capitalism, unsound ba&mg practices, and lack of transparency m public procurement and 

policy-makmg have resulted m an unequal playing field for U S producers m a number of the 

largest countnes m the region The ‘L- S must mamtam steady, high-level pressure (bilaterally as 

well as through the world trade orgamzatlon systems) on governments whose business practices 

hmder the growth of equitably-dlstnbuted national purchasing power and thus the development 

of a consumer class attracted by K S imports The recent economic crash unmasked serious 

structural deficlencles m a number of large countnes - mcludmg Indonesia and Thailand - that 

these natlons must address, the sooner the better Economies characterized by inflated pubhc 

sectors, lxgh budget deficits, inflation, and unemployment offer limited oppoxtumtles to 

prospective U S investors and exporters In particular, the L S should not miss the opportumty 

offered by the economic cnsls to use its l&IF/World Bank clout to push reluctant but nelsly more 

receptive governments to meet the IFIs’ structural cntena This ~111 not increase the populanty 

of the L S m the region, and we should be prepared to weather a penod of stramed bilateral 

relations with the more reluctant reformers 

-4s for the social and pohtlcal roots of slow or mequltable economic development m 

Southeast Asia. the U S should continue to press the point that excessive population growth, 

lack of educatlonal opportunmes, and ethnic dlscnmmatlon should be pnmary concerns of 

governments seekmg to develop national potential (and, of course, potential as a U S tradmg 

partner) We should promote development of APEC as a channel for conkeying our concerns 

regarding structural, economic, and social deficiencies 

2 Strengthen Regional Secuntv and Stab&v 



In the short- and medmrn-terms, the U S will probably not need to react to a mlhtary 

conflict m the region With the exception of persistent low-grade border disputes, the secunty 

sltuatlon 1s fairly stable, and the U.S presence 1s sufficient to mamtam a watchmg bnef The 

U S should, however, not reduce its nuhtary presence any further and must continue to be a 

visible power from the Phhppmes to Burma Given Chma’s as-yet unclear mtentlons m the 

area, and the posltlve role the U S plays as a purveyor of regional stability and confidence (vls- 

&VIS apprehensions concernmg Japan as well as Chma), tlus IS a prudent and cost-effective 

actlvlty To support that presence, the T_; S should exploit all posslblhtles for adding to current 

access agreements with countnes along sea routes \Ttal for military transit and trade 

AlLlough multilateral cooperation and coordmatlon do not come easily to the countnes m 

Southeast Xna, these are Important mgredients m secunty and stablhty and should receive strong 

U S encouragement ASEAK has had some success m mitigating reglonal contentlons and 

engaemg touchy gokemments, but its potential as a forum for such collective tasks as cnsls CI 

prevention! management or putting a brake on an arms race has yet to be explored The same 1s 

true for the AFLF, which could play a crucial role m drafting and lmplementmg regional 

confidence-bmldmg measures The ARF may be the best venue for working out reglonal 

disputes such as the quarrel over the Spratly Islands 

The development of professlonal mrhtanes firmly under c~han control 1s good for the 

stability of the region and m the U S interest Adequate funding for MET programs deserves 

support, so does evpanslon of the bilateral mlhtary exercise regime Despite general Southern 

Asian reluctance, this last should be expanded to multilateral exercises u henever possible as a 

means of promotin g regional cooperation 

3 Promote PolitIcal Development 



Operating through Its USAID programs, the USG should Increase funding for democracy 

- bmldmg and improved governance m the Plnhppmes, Indonesia, and Cambodia Emphasis 

should be on improvmg transparency of government, diffusmg power and responsibility from 

central governments to local governments, nongovernmenal organizations and the pnvate sector, 

strengthening the rule of law, and promotmg independent media When the opportumty presents 

itself. we should be prepared to commence slm~lar programs m Vietnam, Laos, and Burma 

4 Counter Transnatronal Threats 

Given the poor to fan standards of human nghts observance usual m the countries m the 

region, the Umted States has an abiding responsibihty to encourage better adherence to 

mtemational human nghts standards However, our leverage m Southeax Asia IS hmned, 

especially m the more egregious offenders, such as Burma, Vietnam, and Laos Improvements 

among the lesser offenders are probably more dependent on nsmg economic prosperity than 

exhortations from the U S Usmg economic measures to pressure Asian governments mto better 

observance of human nghts standards IS most likely counterproductive m the area at this time 

The ever-growmg drug traffic m the mainland countries, and its attendant 111s of 

government corruption and economic dependency, is a very serious impediment to our economic 

and development goals in the region We have little to show for two decades of counter-drug 

effort and, again, limited prospect of curbing a trade so thoroughly entrenched m the local 

mfrastructures The same IS true of crime, only lomt regional action IS likely to contam this 

growing problem and that type of effective regional coordmation lies far m the future 

The major global environmental problem is deforestation and its resulting impact on 

global warnnng The major players here are Thailand and Malaysia. both of which have major 

hard\+ ood processing mdustnes, and both of which are engaged m systematic clear-cutting of 
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old-growth hardwood forests m nelghbormg Southeast Asian countnes Both Thsuland and 

Malaysia are susceptible to pressure m mtematlonal envlronmental fora, as both have stakes m 

increased mtemational economic interdependence 

In the long run, all the countnes of Southeast Asia will cooperate m solvmg transnatlonal 

problems only if they come to believe they have a stake m good cltlzenshp m a larger 

colnmunlty 

COSCLUSION 

Southeast ,4aa may be considered a region of secondary interest to the Emted States It 

1s not as cntlcal to U S national secunty as Europe, East .4sla, or the Middle East But. given its 

gro\\ mg economic might and Its proslmlty to Chma, it IS worthy of more attention than Latin 

America, South Asia, or Sub-Saharan Afixa We should devote conslderable energy to 

contmnumg to tie our economy to those of the region and to help these counties continue to 

develop into modem, democratic pohtles that look to us for example Our military presence m 

the region should not be dlmxushed We must accept mcreasmg Independence from the Lmted 

States At the same time, \se can look to a growing ASEAS commumty to participate with the 

L&ted States and Japan m a Pacific regional balance of pon er that can check to hegemony of a 

resurgent, but perhaps internally unstable, China 


